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“The Privations & Hardships of a New Country”:
Southern Women and Southern Hospitality on the
Florida Frontier
by ANYA JABOUR

I

N October 1826, Laura Wirt wrote to her cousin, Louisa
Cabell Carrington, regarding her forthcoming marriage and
move from her parents’comfortable home in the Upper South to
a lonely plantation in the newly-opened Florida territory. “I cannot
endure the thought! The very prospect breaks my heart!” she exclaimed.1 But, like many southern women, Laura found that her
own preferences had little weight when set against her male relatives’ eagerness to achieve the fabled wealth of the Florida frontier.
Laura’s father, U.S. Attorney General William Wirt, and her uncles,
Robert and John Gamble of Richmond, Virginia, had invested in
Florida as soon as the new territory’s land auctions began in 1825.
Upon her marriage to Thomas Randall, an ambitious but unsuccessful Maryland lawyer, Laura would receive a marriage portion of
a plantation near Tallahassee, where Randall had obtained a position as a judge in the Florida Court of Appeals. Land was what drew
the Randalls and their nearest neighbors, the Gambles, to the frontier. In Jefferson County, the Randalls and their relatives became
members of a group of leading planters in what Jerrell H. Shofner
has described as the heart of Middle Florida’s antebellum plantation belt. Despite her own reluctance, Laura Wirt Randall traveled
with her husband to her new home in late 1827.2
In letters to her family and friends from 1827 to 1833,
Laura commented on what she called “the privations & hardships
of a new country”: the difficult overland journey, the adjustment
to plantation life, and finally the transformation of the raw
frontier into an orderly southern society.3 Laura’s letters do
Anya Jabour is assistant professor of history at the University of Montana.
1. Laura Wirt to Louisa Cabell Carrington, October 8, 1826, Laura Wirt Randall
Papers, Virginia Historical Society, Richmond, Virginia.
2. For background on Florida’s settlement, see Jerrell H. Shofner, History of Jefferson County (Tallahassee, 1976), Chap. 2; and Charlton W. Tebeau, A History of
Florida (Coral Gables, Fla., 1971), Chaps. 9, 10, and 13. For women’s and men’s
different responses to the frontier, see Joan E. Cashin, A Family Venture: Men and
Women on the Southern Frontier (New York and Oxford, 1991), especially Chap. 2.
3. Laura Wirt Randall to Louisa Cabell Carrington, May 27, 1829, Randall Papers.
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more than reveal the development of plantation society on the
Florida frontier; they also offer a unique perspective by demonstrating the central role played by the least willing settlers: women
and slaves. As Joan E. Cashin’s recent study of migrants from the
southern seaboard to the southwestern frontier shows, women and
slaves often resisted the move. According to Cashin’s study of
planter-class families who moved from Virginia, North Carolina,
and South Carolina to states west of the Alabama-Georgia state line
or to frontier areas in Tennessee, Kentucky, and Florida, planter
men made the decision to move in order to achieve wealth and to
increase their personal freedom by ridding themselves of kinship
obligations. Planters’ wives and slaves, however, preferred familiar
surroundings and kin networks to the demands of frontier life and
to the increased dominance of planter men on isolated frontier
plantations. Ironically, however, the contributions of these unwilling migrants were essential to the successful settlement of the new
country. Only the work of white mistresses and slave women could
establish an atmosphere of southern gentility on the frontier— an
atmosphere that helped consolidate planters’ dominance over a
growing Old South society. By detailing her own trials as a young
plantation mistress, Laura Wirt Randall recorded the contributions
of planters’ wives and the slave women they supervised in the creation and maintenance of a tradition of southern hospitality on the
frontier. Southern women and southern hospitality helped to
transform the “new country” of the Florida frontier into the plantation society of the Old South.4
Although migration from the southern seaboard to the southern frontier was, as Cashin points out, “a family venture,” it was men
who made the decisions. Men decided whether or not to migrate
and where to go. Men travelled ahead to investigate the area, make
land purchases, and arrange to rent or build a temporary residence,
as Thomas Randall did during the spring of 1827.5 Men were also in
4. On the different responses of planter men and planter wives and slaves to the
prospect of migration, see Cashin, Family Venture. On the role of gentility, refinement, and entertaining, see Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790
(Chapel Hill, 1982), 71, 76-79, 302-303. On the wealthy planters in the Randalls'
circle, see Shofner, History of Jefferson County, 28-29. See also Cynthia A. Kierner,
“Hospitality, Sociabilitv, and Gender in the Southern Colonies.” Journal of Southern
History 52 (August 1996), 449-80.
5. See for example Thomas Randall to William Wirt, April 9, May 1, 1827, William
Wirt Papers, MS #1011, Manuscript Division, Maryland Historical Society
Library, Baltimore, Md.
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charge of planning the route and making other important decisions, such as determining the date of departure. Laura Wirt reported that her fiance made the decision to travel by land rather
than by water and that he timed the journey to allow him to be in
Tallahassee on the first day of court. Laura found that her future
husband’s decisions required her to put up with inconvenience and
unhappiness. Travelling by land, she foresaw, would mean that she
would have “to camp out . . . the tents . . . will not be very agreeable
dormitory’s,” she noted wryly.6 The necessity of leaving in September in order to make the October court was another source of dissatisfaction for the bride-to-be. The house that Thomas Randall had
arranged for was yet to be built, and the Gamble brothers and their
wives planned to postpone their journey for another month at least.
In addition, Laura was still making preparations for her wedding,
only a month away, and her husband’s plan would leave her only a
little over a week between the wedding and the move. “I shall feel
hurried off if I go out the first of September,” she commented,
“shall find myself disagreeably situated at a miserable Tavern during
the six weeks or more before my Uncles arrive— & shall find myself
separated prematurely from my home & friends. . . . I am full of vexation & regret at this disappointment of my plans,” she concluded.7
Despite her unhappiness, Laura Wirt Randall set off with her
new husband shortly after her wedding on August 21, 1827. Laura’s
sister Catharine described the wedding as a happy and lavish affair,
with six bridesmaids and six grooms in attendance. Laura’s uncle,
Robert Gamble, made a more sobering remark. “The Judge is
obliged to hold court at Tallahassee in October on the first Monday,” he observed, “which will compell him to set out early next
month— Laura goes with him [.]” Laura wrote her first letter on the
road on September 4, 1827.8
The overland journey proved even worse than Laura’s gloomy
foreboding. At the journey’s conclusion, Laura told her cousin that
6 . Laura Wirt to William Wirt, June 12, 1827, Wirt Papers.
7. Laura Wirt, postscript to Elizabeth Wirt to William Wirt, July 12, 1827, Wirt
Papers.
8. See Laura Wirt Randall to Catharine Gamble, September 4, 1827, Wirt Papers.
For Laura’s wedding, see Catharine Wirt to Emma Cabell, September 8, 1827,
in Carrington Family Papers, Virginia Historical Society; on the necessity for
haste on account of the October court, see Robert Gamble to James Breckinridge, August 16, 1827, Breckinridge Family Papers, Virginia Historical Society.
The marriage license was issued on August 20, 1827. See Marriage Licenses of
Washington, D.C., 1811-1830 (Silver Spring, Md., 1988).
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the jolting of the journey, the uncomfortable accommodations,
and the ill-cooked, greasy food of the trail, all “exceeded everything I had pre-imaged, tho’ I thought I was prepared for the
worst.“9 In the course of the journey, Laura kept a sporadic “journal” in which she recorded the difficulties the newlyweds encountered. One horse went lame, another developed epileptic fits, a keg
of crackers broke several times, the carriage window was inoperable, the shafts of the wagon were broken repeatedly, and a rattlesnake on the road nearly startled the horses into a stampede.10 But
worst of all, according to Laura, was the discomfort the couple
faced at the end of each day. At their first overnight stay in a tavern,
they were “wretchedly accommodated,” and “neither the tea nor
coffee was drinkable.“11 At another “miserable tavern, or rather
half-tavern,” they slept on a “feather bed in wh[ich]: there might
have been about three feathers.” At another, “there were no sheets
at all to my bed; at another the Randalls encountered “a troop of
beastly young men” who “were drinking & screeching all the
night.” At one point, Laura gave up detailing the accommodations.
“It w[oul]d. be endless to recount all the inconveniences we were
obliged to endure,” she wrote.12
The Randalls arrived in Tallahassee the last week in September.
By that time, Laura told her mother, “Bed:bugs we think nothing of,
having never yet lost a whole night rest through them.“13 Despite (or
perhaps because of) her difficult journey, Laura was disappointed
in Middle Florida’s premiere settlement. “Tallahassee is a miserable
looking place certainly,” she pronounced. “I expected to see merely
a village,” she conceded, “but I thought it wd. have a more agree14
able appearance.“ In late October the Randalls moved from Tallahassee to Robert and Letitia Gamble’s plantation, Welaunee, which

9. See Laura Wirt Randall to Louisa Cabell Cartington, n.d., ca. 1827-1828, Randall Papers.
10. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, September 9, 1827; Laura Wirt Randall to
Elizabeth and William Wirt, September 13-21, 1827; Laura Wirt Randall to William Wirt, September 30, 1827, Wirt Papers. Laura’s “journal” was a continuous
letter that she addressed to both her parents, but principally to her mother, and
mailed about once a week, whenever she reached a town with a post office.
11. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth and William Wirt, September 6, 1827, Wirt
Papers.
12. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth and William Wirt, September 13-21, 1827, Wirt
Papers.
13. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, September 25, 1827, Wirt Papers.
14. Laura Wirt Randall to William Wirt, September 30, 1827, Wirt Papers.
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was a scant three miles from the Randalls’ homesite. Welaunee
pleased Laura no better than Tallahassee. “This place has no beauties,” she asserted. “It is a double log cabin, daubed with mud, &
surrounded by dead trees— I hope Uncle Robert will not remain
here long.” Laura’s plans were already focused on her own home,
however. “We ride to our Place every morn[in]g,” she added, “&
plan famous improvements.“15
During her time in Tallahassee and then Welaunee, Laura became accustomed to the rhythms of plantation life: long periods of
isolation punctuated by the arrival of unexpected visitors.16 “I am
really very solitary here,” she wrote from Tallahassee. Laura’s letter
indicated that a lack of female company was especially troublesome. “Tho’every lady comes to see us— there are few to come,”
she added.17 While staying at Welaunee, Laura was even more isolated. “Her life has been for the last Six weeks most solitary indeed,” Thomas Randall wrote to the Wirts. “The best society she
has seen out of our family is occasionaly a plain simple country
man, stopping to partake of the hospitality of the house . . .” The
Randalls anticipated a grander form of “the hospitality of the
house” in the future, however. “We have not yet found it convenient to visit our recent arrived neighbors the Gadsden’s [and the]
Murats,” two of the newest— and richest— arrivals. Prince Achille
Murat, the exiled son of the late king of Naples, moved to Tallahassee in 1825. He and his wife, Catherine, lived on a l,000-acre plantation, Lipona, in Jefferson County, 20 miles from Tallahassee.
James Gadsden was an important man in territorial Florida politics
who helped negotiate the Treaty of Moultrie Creek, which removed the local Seminole Indians to a reservation in 1823. He remained a close associate of Governor William P. DuVal. Visiting
with these prominent Florida neighbors, Randall surmised, “would
have given some change I hope some little zest, to our Society [.]“18
While Laura bemoaned her “forlorn” state, she also laid plans
to make her new home an example of the kind of hospitality she
had found so lacking along the way to Florida.19 Although her re15. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, October 28, 1827, Wirt Papers.
16. On the isolation of plantation life, see Catherine Clinton, The Plantation Mistress: Woman’s World in the Old South (New York, 1982), Chap. 9.
17. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, October 13, 1827, Wirt Papers.
18. Thomas Randall to [?] Wirt, December 8, 1827, Wirt Papers. On the Murats and
Gadsdens, see Tebeau, History of Florida, 127, 134-36, 154-55.
19. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, October 13, 1827, Wirt Papers.
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solve perhaps was strengthened by her discomfort along the route
to her new home, Laura had known from the outset that her arrival
in Florida would mean the beginning of a serious project— imposing the trappings of the Old South on a “new country.” Tallahassee,
named the state capitol in 1826, was the focal point of Florida’s nascent planter society. As Charlton Tebeau noted in his History of
Florida, “a large number of families . . . settled in and around Tallahassee to make it the social and cultural as well as political center of
the state.“20 The Randalls fully intended to join the ranks of these
elite settlers. Writing to his future father-in-law to assure him that
he had chosen his plantation site with Laura in mind, Thomas Randall told William Wirt that the Randall plantation, Belmont, would
be “situated at a convenient distance both from Tallahasee & St.
Marks” and that “we have the advantage of the best neighborhood
for society in the Territory as I mentioned to your Daughter.” The
house that Randall contracted for, although “plain & cheap,” was
“better than the general class of houses here,” he noted. Laura’s
parents wrote often to their daughter to remind her of her new responsibilities. William Wirt gave Laura hints on how “to make your
husband and yourself popular” in “a newly settled country.” Elizabeth Wirt advised her daughter: “Set out with the resolution to
make the best of every thing— being determined, with the blessing
of God, to discharge your duties to the best of your ability, and to
encourage others to do the same.“21
Laura’s “duties” would revolve around entertaining. Receiving
visitors graciously was the keystone of the orderly society that the
Randalls and their planter neighbors hoped to establish on the
Florida frontier. While frontier wives in other regions were also expected to serve as civilizing agents in their new, rough surroundings, this task took on special importance for the Randalls and
their social circle. Jefferson County was destined to become the
center of Middle Florida’s plantation belt, with a black majority
and a lucrative economy based on slave-grown cotton and sugar.
Four of Middle Florida’s counties— Gadsden, Jefferson, Leon and
Madison— produced 80 percent of the state’s cotton. Several plant-

20. Tebeau, History of Florida, 122-23, 150.
21. Thomas Randall to William Wirt, May 1, 1827; William Wirt to Laura Wirt, September 9, 1827; Elizabeth Wirt to Laura Wirt Randall, September 9, 1827, Wirt
Papers.
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ers, including Robert Gamble, had interests in more than one of
the neighboring Middle Florida counties. Planters dominated politics and society as well as the local economy. By 1845, nearly half
the total population and wealth was in Middle Florida, and nearly
two-thirds of the cash value of farms in 1850 was in five plantation
counties. Every antebellum governor was from the plantation belt,
and all but one were planters. Political and social leadership were
closely related. Despite the difficulty of purchasing conveniences,
the wealthy group of planters that settled in the area surrounding
Tallahassee entertained on a grand scale. With her parents’ encouragement, Laura Wirt Randall devoted herself to creating a tradition of southern hospitality on the Florida frontier.22
The southern migrants to Middle Florida’s plantation belt
used hospitality to mark the Florida frontier as an extension of the
Old South and to claim their place among the emerging planter
elite. Entertaining was an opportunity for Florida’s planter-settlers
to display their wealth and refinement, qualities that Laura found
sorely lacking in her Tallahassee boardinghouse. “They understand
nothing of comfort or cleanliness in this tavern, (which is the best
in the place),” she noted. Laura was particularly distressed that her
hosts used the wrong utensils: “At table, coffee is served in a tea23
pot,” she commented.
The display of the proper material goods in entertaining was
especially important for the Randalls and their wealthy neighbors
because it was a way to set these planter families apart from slaves
and poor whites, thus replicating the hierarchy of the Old South in
the “new country” of Middle Florida. In letters home, Laura explicitly contrasted the disorder she noted in Florida with the order she
associated with her previous homes in Virginia and in the nation’s
capitol. “There is a much greater want of comfort in this country
than I had imagined— & than you had any conception of,” she informed her parents. Racial hierarchies, in particular, were disrupted on the frontier. As an example of Tallahassee’s
shortcomings, Laura pointedly noted that “the negro-house oppo22. Shofner, History of Jefferson County, Chap. 2; Tebeau, History of Florida, Chap. 13,
especially pp. 181-84. On women as civilizers on the western frontier, see for
example Robert L. Griswold, “Anglo Women and Domestic Ideology in the
American West in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” in Lillian
Schlissel, Vicki L. Ruiz, and Janice Monk, eds., Western Women: Their Land, Their
Lives (Albuquerque, 1988), 15-33.
23. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, September 30, 1827, Wirt Papers.
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site ours [in Washington] is every whit as respectable looking as
those that compose the town here.” As a frontier mistress, Laura
planned the Randall plantation in conscious contrast with the situation she found in Tallahassee. “They are bad house-keepers
there,” she wrote after visiting the home of William Pope DuVal,
first territorial governor, and his wife. “There was found to be no
white sugar for tea, & no coffee for their Brown Sugar, as they might
have had in place if they had been as judicious house-keepers as I
intend to be.“24
Southern hospitality had special significance on the Florida
frontier. What Thomas Randall called “the hospitality of the house”
necessitated an open-door policy on the part of those families who
hoped to become the new territory’s elite. Prospective settlers
poured into the new territory in the 1820s and 1830s, and leading
families like the Randalls and the Gambles were expected to supply
these sojourners with a warm welcome, satisfying fare, and comfortable lodging.25 “We have had company,” Laura wrote from Welaunee in December: “three gentlemen who had come out to look
at lands in this neighbourhood, & took that opportunity to pay
their respects here & at the same time ensure a good supper, lodging, & breakfast the next morning.“26 A few days later, Laura again
commented on the country’s practice of informal entertaining.
“Land hunters are constantly pouring over the country & quartering themselves on private houses,” she informed her mother, and
the Randalls and their kin were “under the necessity of receiving
half a dozen of these people politely & entertaining them as long as
they choose to stay” with “no compensation.“27
The Randalls were well-placed to become leaders of the society
they planned to establish. Laura described their home as “unsettled
& unfinished,” but even in its incomplete state, the two-story Randall home was a showpiece compared with many other homes in the
area. Although the chimneys were made out of “mud” and the
house was unplastered and unpainted, the house was embellished
with glass windows. “Our place is one of the prettiest in Florida,”

24. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, October 13, 1827, Wirt Papers. On DuVal,
see Tebeau, History of Florida, 121.
25. On population growth in Middle Florida, see Tebeau, History of Florida, 134.
26. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, December 15, 1827, Wirt Papers.
27. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, December 19-24, 1827, Wirt Papers.
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Laura admitted, “& our house the best in this part of the country.“28
In addition, Laura had access to many household goods that were
not available in Tallahassee or even New Orleans. Elizabeth Wirt,
like other elite southern women, outfitted her daughter with the
goods she would need in her new home. Laura’s mother selected
china, crystal, and furniture in Washington, D.C., and Baltimore,
Maryland, for the Randalls’ Florida home. She chose “the handsomest & best that could be commanded,” she explained, because entertaining would be important for “all the visitors that you will
have.“29
Proper southern hospitality depended on more than material
goods, however; the work of household servants and slaves, supervised by a plantation mistress, was vital to successful entertaining.
Here too, the Randalls had an important advantage over other settlers; William Wirt equipped the newlyweds with ten slaves to work
their Florida plantation and to assist in the big house.30 Like other
planter brides, Laura was unacquainted with many basic housekeeping tasks; she would need skilled, experienced servants to assist her.31 From Tallahassee, Laura wrote in the fall to ask her
parents to make sure that the slaves being purchased in Maryland
for the Randalls would include “a good cook— that it is utterly impossible to find here,” she remarked, “& so much of the comfort of
house-keeping depends on that . . . .“32 Shortly before Christmas,
Laura was informed that the slave woman intended as a cook would
not be forthcoming after all. “We are extremely disappointed at losing the Eastern shore Cook,” she wrote. “How shall I ever be able to
teach one, knowing nothing about it myself?“33

28. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth G. (Liz) Wirt, October 9, 1827 (first quotation);
Laura Wirt Randall to Agnes Wirt, November 7, 1827 (second quotation), Wirt
Papers. See also Shofner, History of Jefferson County, 28-29.
29. Elizabeth Wirt to Laura Wirt Randall, September 22, 1827, Wirt Papers. See also
Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, October 19, 1827; Elizabeth Wirt to Laura
Wirt Randall, November 13, 1827; Elizabeth Wirt to William Wirt, November 12,
13, 1827, Wirt Papers. See also Clinton, Plantation Mistress, 25.
30. William Wirt to Thomas Randall, November 29, 1827, Wirt Papers.
31. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women
of the Old South (Chapel Hill, 1988) 115-16. See also Clinton, Plantation Mistress,
19.
32. Laura Wirt Randall to William Wirt, September 30-October 1, 1827, Wirt
Papers. See also Elizabeth Wirt to Laura Wirt Randall, October 4, 1827, Wirt
Papers.
33. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, December 15, 1827, Wirt Papers.
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Like planter wives, the household workers in southern frontier
households were often unwilling settlers. Laura was determined to
acquire a “white maid” for her household. Although she eventually
was successful in recruiting a woman named Rosetta Tscheffly, the
search was a difficult one. “As to the white maid I see no chance of
getting one to go from Washington,” Elizabeth noted in June 1827,
although “enough of them would be willing to serve her here.“34
However, black slaves, not white maids, would be Laura’s principal
household workers in Florida. Like their mistress and her white servant, slave women were reluctant— sometimes even rebellious—
migrants to the frontier. When Elizabeth wrote to Laura to update
her on the plans to purchase what she called “the sable tribe,” she
noted that the slaves would be sent by water, “that being the conveyance preferred on account of the security it affords in guarding
against elopements.“35
Shortly after Christmas, the Randalls settled in their own home
at Belmont, and Laura began her work as the mistress of a hospitable house in earnest.36 From the very first days in her unfinished
house, Laura recognized that her mission to make Belmont an example of southern hospitality would depend on the labor of several
household workers. “At last, I am able to date from home!” she rejoiced in February 1828. “I ordered my first dinner at home. It consisted of your shoulders of bacon, my dear mother, & some of your
Irish potatoes boiled & mashed . . . ” Like most southern mistresses,
Laura was primarily a manager; she relied on servants and slaves
for both the expertise regarding, and the completion of, household tasks. “You would have laughed to see me the second day of
my housekeeping,” she remarked. “I had set down, very much fatigued with walking & bustling about . . . when Rosetta came to ask
me about dinner— & two or three other dis-agreeable things requiring my attention at the time, I exclaimed in a tone of heartfelt
‘O! I am so tired of housekeeping, I don’t know what to do.’Since
then, however, I find it easier, having made some preparatory arrangement for convenience, & am able to get along without much
trouble. Rosetta saves me a great deal, & is very useful to me in a variety of ways.” Though gaining confidence in her management
skills, Laura knew that she would need to develop a staff of house34. Elizabeth Wirt to William Wirt, June 24, 1827, Wirt Papers.
35. Elizabeth Wirt to Laura Wirt Randall, October 4, 1827, Wirt Papers.
36. Thomas Randall to William Wirt, December 30, 1827, Wirt Papers.
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hold workers quickly. Her early letters were filled with queries
about the best way to train a chambermaid, which slave to select as
a cook, and how to choose a slave as a waiter. Not until she had succeeded in acquiring these assistants would she be ready to entertain her fashionable neighbors. “You may be sure I shall not
attempt a dinner party till I have a dining-room servant as well as a
Cook,” she assured her mother.37
There was no time to waste, however, for within three weeks of
their arrival, the Randalls played host to at least three groups of
guests, ranging from a single man to what Thomas Randall called
“a round of visitors.” Most visitors arrived early and stayed late, and
none gave notice of their intention to drop by. Laura wrote: “It is
necessary to be dressed here, Sundays at least, & to have your house
in order, as that is a ‘very chief day’. . . for visiting. We have had some
company, (& to dinner too) every Sunday, since we have been in
our house.“38
Laura’s letters from her first year in Florida were filled with stories
of last-minute dinner guests. “Let me see,” she began one letter,
“what have I done today?— Nothing worth reporting. I had intended
to have sown the seeds of a good many vegetables— but before I
could even set about it, Murat came— & only left us about Sun Set
this even[in]:g. . . . When I saw Murat coming I said to Rosetta ‘I
hope he won’t stay to dinner.’ For, I remembered there was nothing
ready for dinner but a cold Ham, which I had intended to serve ourselves, with the aid of some stewed dried-apples.” However, Laura
rose to the occasion. She abandoned the lemon pudding she was engaged in making to “join Murat . . . till Mr. R c[oul]d be called from
the field.” Still wearing her “yellow gingham wrapper,” she hastily retired to change into more fashionable attire. In the meantime,
Thomas Randall invited the visitor to dinner. “As soon as I heard Murat was to stay,” recalled Laura, “I sent Rosetta to get the barrel of beef
opened. . . . I ordered also a dish of fried Bacon & eggs... We had also
cheese, & warmed crackers— & my Lemon Cream which turned out
very good. . . .” Despite the short notice, Laura was pleased that the
event had gone so smoothly. In addition to the multiple course meal,
37. For all quotations, see Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, February 9-16,
1828, Wirt Papers. On mistress-servant relationships in southern households,
see Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household, 112, 115-16, 135-42.
38. Thomas Randall to William Wirt, February 10, 1828 (first quotation); Laura
Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, February 22-24, February 26-March 8, 1828 (second quotation), Wirt Papers.
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proper serving was vital to good southern hospitality. “We used your
china, Mama,” she noted. “That we use every day when we are alone
is too common-looking when there is any one else.“39
Within a week, Laura had another story of social disaster narrowly averted by her own management and her slaves’ labor. “I had
the half barrel of cranberries (from N.O.) opened to-day,” she
noted, “& had just finished picking a bowl full, when Mrs Murat—
Mr & Mrs Willis— & young Shacam stopped at the door to tell me
they were going on to Uncle R.‘s but w[oul]d. return to dinner with
me. They had scarcely got out of sight when Homes, Ward, Braden
& Greenup rode up.” Proper etiquette required Laura to invite
both sets of visitors to dinner. The Murats were some of the Randalls' nearest and wealthiest neighbors, while Dr. Joseph Braden, a
Leon County planter, put up the first building on the site of
present-day Bradenton with his brother Hector. Naturally Laura
felt compelled to offer hospitality to these important visitors and
their companions, although she was relieved when the second
party declined. Perhaps noticing their hostess’s consternation, they
mentioned that they planned to dine elsewhere, “pretending,” said
Laura, “that they had merely intended to make a morn[in]g visit.
. . I was very glad,” she continued, “they w[oul]d not be pressed to
stay to our dinner— which we assured them we expected.” With the
help of slave and servant women, Laura succeeded in offering her
remaining guests a feast. She ordered her assistants to prepare salt
beef, bacon, eggs, vegetables, and stewed apples; she provided the
dessert herself. “I had my stewed cranberries for dessert, with some
pastry biscuits;— and crackers & cheese,” she noted. Laura concluded with satisfaction: “They were delighted with our house.“40
Southern hospitality required hostesses to keep a constant supply of food on hand and to be able to plan a dinner party on short
notice. Even when no visitors were expected, Laura devoted a part
of each day to preparing for the possibility of company. “I am in
hopes it may rain,” she wrote in March 1828, “& keep away Sunday
visitors. I had some cranberry & apple pies made this evening to provide against emergencies. . . .“41
As Laura’s reference to having pies “made” indicates, slaves
and other house servants were indispensable contributors to the
39. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, February 26-March 8, 1828, Wirt Papers.
40. Ibid. On Braden, see Tebeau, History of Florida, 182-83.
41. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, March 13-16, 1828, Wirt Papers.
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Randalls’success in meeting “emergencies” with equanimity. As
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese points out in her study of black and white
women in the plantation South, much of the work that white slaveholding women attributed to their own efforts actually was performed by slaves. Although usually phrased in terms of her own
inconvenience, Laura’s letters reveal how essential slaves and servants were to successful entertaining. She repeatedly referred to
“ordering” dinner or to leaving the kitchen to the slaves while she
entertained her visitors. A letter Laura wrote to her cousin demonstrated her dependence on her domestic assistants. “It irks me to
be asked what I am to have for dinner, breakfast, or supper,” she admitted, and she disliked having to “stay to see the table equipage
washed up and arranged. . . .“42
A plantation mistress needed to maintain control over her
slaves and servants so that she could devote herself to her guests
while the cooking and serving proceeded. Like many planter
brides, Laura was inexperienced in housekeeping herself, and she
found it especially difficult to direct her slaves at their work because of her own ignorance. A letter Laura wrote in late May revealed her dependence on her slaves. “It was impossible for me to
write yesterday,” she began.
You would have been sorry for me if you could have seen
me in the anxieties of preparation for a dinner company,
without a Cook or House-Serv[an]t that knew any thing of
the business. . . . But the worst of it was, I had not only to
leave the gentlemen in the dining room by themselves. . . .
But to leave the ladies alone . . . from the period of their arrival till dinner was nearly ready to come in. For, happening to go out to the kitchen about an hour before dinner,
I found every thing in the greatest confusion & backwardness. The only thing ready was the custard which I had
made, myself, in the morn[in]:g— The cake was not half
beat— The pudding was but just begun— But then, there
was the lamb boiled all to pieces— And ready to come in& the Boiled chickens? I asked for them— Emmeline [the
Randall’s slave cook] uncovered a little Pot, & shewed me

42. Laura Wirt Randall to Louisa Cabell Carrington, March 6, 1828, Randall Papers.
See also Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household, 115-16.
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three boiled chickens done all to pieces, & what was worse
cut up, in the most curious manner you ever saw. . . .
When the slaves failed to measure up to Laura’s standards, she was
obliged to take over herself. “I had them [the boiled chickens]
taken off & put aside, till the rest of the dinner sh[oul]d be finished,” she continued, “& prepared with my own hands a sauce for
them, of butter, cream, mace & wine, in which to warm then when
they were to be dished, cutting up the rest of the carcass as well as
I knew how.” Laura then remained in the kitchen, hovering over
the slave cook and the other servants as they cut up the fried
chicken, carved the overcooked lamb, and made the fried potatoes. She emphasized her own contributions: “I had to stay in the
kitchen, attending to everything, & doing almost every thing with
my own hands,” she wrote, “till my face was in a flame of heat & I
was actually ashamed to come into the house.” Once she had set
things right in the kitchen, Laura continued, her trials were not yet
over, for the dining room servant had set the table-cloth crookedly,
misplaced the plates, and served the dishes wrong, so that Laura
“c[oul]d stand it no longer, but got up & arranged them myself before all the company.“43
Despite her dissatisfaction with her slave assistants, Laura
could not get along without them. As Fox-Genovese points out, for
plantation mistresses, “relations with servants lay at the core of
housewifery.“44 Laura continued to detail her difficulties in acquiring suitable domestic workers in subsequent letters. The greatest
difficulty of all, she noted, was finding a good cook. “I have come to
the final conclusion that I cannot do without one,” she despaired
in July. “I cannot get this woman after 2 months trial, to make any
sort of bread fit to eat.— And her ignorance of the first rudiments of
cooking, & my inability to teach her, are too much uncomfortable
a state of things. Especially as it is impossible to avoid having company at your table frequently in this country— They will come— without waiting for an invitation.“45
Household management was only one of Laura’s difficulties.
She had her first child during the summer, and like other southern
mothers, she nursed the child herself— a task, she remarked, that
43. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, August 10, 1828, Wirt Papers.
44. Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household, 116.
45. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, August 10, 1828, Wirt Papers.
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prevented her from sleeping at night or from engaging in any sustained activity during the day.46 However, Laura’s responsibilities as
a hostess did not slacken. She commented often on the frequency
of drop-in visitors. 47 As Middle Florida became more settled, more
and more entertaining focused on reciprocal exchanges of “family
parties” and lavish dinner dances. “The family parties are to be
kept up in the neighborhood it seems,” Laura worried in July. “I
don’t know what I am to do. Unless I borrow a Cook, Provisions, &
house serv[an]ts for the parties invited.“48
The Randalls and their neighbors entertained on an impressive scale. During the fall of 1828, the Murats and the Calls paid the
Randalls an extended visit of several weeks. Such an occasion called
for more than drinks and dinner. “I am going to attempt to give a
dance to these ladies,” Laura resolved. In addition to the Murats
and the Calls, Laura invited “the two neighboring families & their
guests— for they, too, were over-stocked with company. . . . The
party went off very well & seemed to be very much enjoyed— it was
after 12 I believe when it broke up.”49
Reciprocal patterns of hospitality bound together the great
planters in Middle Florida, and an exchange of “family parties” was
expected among the Randalls’circle. Anticipating the New Year’s
festivities in late 1828, Laura wrote to her mother: “I heartily wish
[the Muratsl w[oul]d not come so often into the neighbourhood
as I feel under the necesity of doing my part of entertaining them,
and it is no small effort . . . especially as Mr. R. joins both my Uncles
in thinking that I ought to have them to dinner— an even[in]:g
party not being Sufficient for them— because it does not give all
the trouble possible, I suppose.“50
Despite occasional complaints, Laura continued to make southern hospitality central to her routine. Like other planter families,
46. For examples see Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, July 18-19, 26-27, August
10, 1828, Wirt Papers. Thomas Randall reported the birth on June 10. See
Thomas Randall to Elizabeth and William Wirt, June 10, 1828, Wirt Papers. On
breastfeeding, see Sally G. McMillen, Motherhood in the Old South: Pregnacy,
Childbirth and Infant Rearing (Baton Rouge, 1990), Chap. 5.
47. See for example Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, August 20, December 18
20, 1828, Wirt Papers.
48. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, July 18-19, 1828, Wirt Papers.
49. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, August 31 (first quotation), September 6
(second quotation), 1828, Wirt Papers.
50. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, December 28, 1828, Wirt Papers. On local
social activities, see Shofner, History of Jefferson County, 28-29.
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the Randalls and their neighbors led isolated lives between visits,
dinners, and dances. This was especially true for the women, who
remained at home while their husbands roamed the plantation,
made buying trips to nearby towns, or went away for weeks on end
to take part in politics.51 Thomas Randall, as the judge of the Territorial Court of Appeals, was often away for several months at a time.
In 1832, he was away from home from January until July. During
this absence, he noted: “Laura complains sadly for her solitary life
in my absence— Her engagement at home & devotion to her children afford her little chance for society. . . .”52 By the time Randall
wrote this letter, Laura had three children and left home rarely.
Her social circle had become limited to her nearest neighbors and
relatives, the Gambles, but “from the sickness of her Uncles family,
she leads a very solitary life,” he remarked.53
Although entertaining company could be a welcome break
from a steady routine on a lonely plantation, Laura’s letters indicated that the practice of visiting was not merely a way for friends to
maintain contact with each other. Hospitality was an indicator of
class status; only lavish entertaining and an open-door policy could
set the Randalls and their elite neighbors apart from the slaves that
they called “the sable tribe” and the yeoman farmers that they dismissed as “the poor whites by whom most of this part of the Country
is settled.“54 Laura was well aware of the social significance of her attempts at housekeeping. “Our House is the coolest, & sweetestlooking in Florida— & the admiration, & envy, of all who see it,” she
announced with satisfaction. “The gentlemen who staid here the
other night came off delighted with our fixtures, & my elegent housekeeping.” The combined efforts of Laura and her unwilling assistants were necessary to enable the Randalls to take their place
among the leading planters in Jefferson County. “We do, live very
comfortably,” noted Laura, “& with more elegance than is usual in
Florida, I suppose.“55
51. On plantation women’s isolation, see Clinton, Plantation Mistress, Chap. 9. On
frontier mistresses’ loneliness, kinship, and visiting, see Cashin, Family Venture,
Chap. 4.
52. Thomas Randall to William Wirt, January 22, 1832, Wirt Papers. See also
Thomas Randall to William Wirt, June 20, 1832, Wirt Papers.
53. Thomas Randall to William Wirt, April 18, 1832, Wirt Papers.
54. Elizabeth Wirt to Laura Wirt Randall, October 4, 1827 (first quotations); Laura
Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, November 8, 1827 (second quotation), Wirt
Papers.
55. Laura Wirt Randall to Elizabeth Wirt, May 11, 1828, Wirt Papers.
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“Elegance” was achieved only through the unremitting labor of
southern women. Laura did not record the difficulties her own
slaves or servants faced. Although Laura and her slaves were both
members of a woman’s world in which they bore many of the same
burdens and were subject to the same man’s authority, this southern mistress’s correspondence gives no indication that Laura and
her slaves shared a common identity. Nor did Laura express understanding for the slave women who, like herself, had moved away
from their kin against their will. Like the plantation mistresses in
Catherine Clinton’s study of white women in the Old South, Laura
saw herself as a “slave of slaves.“56 Despite her lack of sympathy for
her bonded assistants, Laura’s letters paid eloquent testimony to
the toll that entertaining took even on the mistress of a frontier
plantation. Shortly after the birth of her third child, in 1831, she
wrote: “The cares of maternity, and of housekeeping fall very
heavily upon your humble servant, and truth to tell I am almost as
tired of one as of the other.“57 Two years later, after giving birth to a
fourth child, Laura died at the age of thirty.58
Laura Wirt Randall’s letters highlight the ultimate dependence of planter men on the women and slaves who reluctantly accompanied them to their new homes. While men who migrated
from the older southern states to the southern frontier made their
decision in order to enhance their opportunities for wealth, only
the proper type of entertaining could give these men claim to elite
planter status. The least willing settlers— women and slaves— were
responsible for establishing a tradition of southern hospitality on
the Florida frontier. Thus, southern women helped turn “the privations & hardships of a new country” into the genteel society of the
Old South.

56. Clinton, Plantation Mistress, Chap. 2. See also Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation
Household. While these scholars find that mistresses and slave women were more
often enemies than “sisters,” Suzanne Lebsock’s study of women in Virginia suggests that some mistresses had “personalistic” relations with individual slave
women. See The Free Women of Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern Town,
1784-1860 (New York and London, 1985), 137-41. Unlike the migrant women in
Cashin’s study, Laura did not comment favorably on individual slaves, sympathize with their plight as unwilling settlers, or treat them with notable kindness.
See Cashin, Family Venture, 115-18,120-21.
57. Laura Wirt Randall to Louisa Cabell Carrington, May 23, 1831, Randall Papers.
58. Shofner, History of Jefferson County, 41.
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